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To Steve, for being with me every step of the way.






Prologue

Hannah gripped her dad’s arm just below the crook of his elbow, her fingers turning white with the effort. She stood as straight and tall as she could in her too-new shoes, with her shoulders back and her other hand clutching a small but pretty bouquet of hydrangeas and asters. She swayed slightly, though she knew it wasn’t because of the heels she was unaccustomed to wearing.

‘You don’t have to go through with this, you know, Hannah darling. We can call the whole thing off now, I promise. I can even tell him for you.’

‘Don’t be silly, Dad, this is everything I said I wanted,’ she insisted. Though even to her the words sounded hollow and echoey. ‘It is everything I want,’ she tried again. ‘Truly, I can’t wait to walk down the aisle and begin the rest of my life with this man.’

Her dad gently loosened her grip on his arm and patted her hand. ‘You always were a determined young thing, even when you were little,’ he chuckled softly. ‘But remember that you aren’t alone on this journey. Whenever things get hard – and believe me, things will get hard – your family will be here to love and support you. It might be you walking down that aisle, but you’re not doing it alone. You’ve got your great big, hulking dad by your side for one thing!’

‘And me! You’ve got me too, don’t forget,’ her small half-sister piped up from a few feet in front of them, where she’d been devising some kind of complicated dance set to a tune in her head only she knew. ‘And Mummy said I look like a princess today, so I will wave my magic wand and cast a spell to make everything all right,’ she added triumphantly, brandishing her flowergirl wand that was actually a plastic stick with a star attached to the end, drooping under the weight of the glitter that had been liberally applied during a crafting afternoon a few days before.

Hannah and her dad both laughed, and the intensity in the tiny room dropped a few notches.

Noticing Jess waving, Hannah’s dad turned to his daughters. ‘I think that’s our cue.’

He paused to look at Hannah. ‘Ready?’

She removed a stray piece of glitter from her dad’s cheek. ‘Ready.’

As the rows of people in the large room swivelled to look and smile at their little procession, Hannah only had eyes for one person: the man waiting for her at the altar. He slowly turned around and their eyes met.

Finally she got her first ever glimpse of the man she was about to marry.






JANUARY Eight months earlier







Chapter 1 Jess


One of the few qualities Hannah had inherited from her dad was his ability to mix the strongest, most moreish gin and tonics known to humankind. Which was why she and Jess were already halfway through the bottle of ‘small-batch, artisan gin, distilled just three times a year when Mercury is in retrograde’ at 7 p.m.

‘Andy and Pippa must have been very grateful to send you a bottle of such wanky, overpriced gin,’ Hannah said as she glugged the rest of the clear liquid in her glass. ‘Though I’m definitely not complaining. It tastes delicious.’

‘I’m so happy they’re engaged.’ Jess smiled. ‘They really do seem made for each other. And the fact they met through Save The Date means I’m even happier. So if they want to send me a bottle of Mystic Meg’s tears, I’ll drink it. And on that subject, you need to do your bartender bit again – we need filling up. Plus, I’ve just remembered, I’ve got a packet of crisps in my bag that I didn’t eat at lunchtime – cheese and onion McCoys will go perfectly with a big G and small T.’

Once they were both happily sipping and crunching away, Jess nudged her best friend and said, ‘So, how did your second date go the other night? I haven’t had a chance to ask you properly.’

‘Well, let’s just say I must have been very drunk to agree to a second date as there’s definitely not going to be a third.’

‘Why? He seemed all right when I checked out his profile on the app. His pictures looked fairly normal and he didn’t say he was ideally looking to marry a woman aged sixteen to twenty-one.’

‘But neither did he admit to still living at home aged thirty-nine or his bedroom being a shrine to The Avengers. He saved that information for last night. Oh, and Captain America is his favourite character – despite everyone else knowing he is the shittest of all the Avengers.’

‘You can’t write someone off because they have bad taste in comic-book characters, Han!’

‘I’m sorry, did you miss the bit where I mentioned he lives at home with his mum and his room boasts an Incredible Hulk duvet set complete with matching curtains? And to top it all off, when he said on his profile he was a “video games developer”, what he actually meant was he plays Call Of Duty on his PlayStation all day, but is hopeful that very soon Sony will notice his brilliance and offer him the CEO job. And his name is Barry.’

‘Urgh, okay, fair enough,’ Jess said, making a face and giggling. ‘Onwards and upwards, hey?’ she added, clinking her glass against Hannah’s.

‘Well, I’m not sure how much further there is to go downwards. Anyway, I thought the whole point of me working for your dating app is that I get to find love and live happily ever after running an Insta-perfect beach bar in Colombia with my gorgeous husband.’

‘You’re not the greatest advert for Save The Date, that’s for sure,’ Jess replied, earning a mock outraged face from her friend. ‘Though you finding the man of your dreams isn’t the only reason you work here, surely? What could be better than actually getting paid to spend eight hours a day with your best mate?’

‘Getting paid to spend eight hours a day with your best mate drinking gin?’ Hannah suggested. ‘Shall we have one more for the road?’

‘No, I’d better not have any more or I’ll make the twins drunk when I kiss them goodnight. Although it is Friday, I suppose, and I might need to drink through the rest of the weekend in preparation for my meeting at the bank on Monday.’

‘What meeting? Is everything okay?’ Hannah asked, her eyes wide.

‘The bank called me when you were out at lunch and asked me to come in to discuss the business. But I’m sure it’s all fine,’ Jess added quickly in her most smart, capable businesswoman voice. Hannah continued to eye her keenly. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything until after the meeting because I didn’t want you to stress, Han. There’s probably nothing to worry about anyway.’ Hannah took a gulp of gin and smiled, and Jess’s shoulders relaxed a little.

‘I’m sure whatever it is, it’s just a blip.’ Hannah nodded. ‘You’ve done so well launching Save The Date in the first place, and there’s no other app out there for people who want to settle down and get married, rather than just hook up or go on a few dates. Our USP is still our strongest asset.’

‘Listen to you and all your technical talk – we’ll make a businesswoman out of you yet. No more working in crappy bars on the other side of the world for you!’

‘I’ll have you know that all the bars I’ve worked in are very high class, actually!’ Hannah laughed. ‘And six months ago I was only in Italy, hardly the other side of the world.’

‘True, but six months before that you were in Peru or somewhere equally far away, and before that you were in Oz, if I’m not very much mistaken! Right, three gin and tonics is probably three too many, so I’d better go and rescue Tom from the clutches of two eight-year-olds and make sure they get to bed.’

‘Can’t Tom put himself to bed?’ Hannah joked. ‘Okay, boss, you go and marshal the twins into their rooms and I’ll tidy up in here before I go,’ she said, glancing around the small summerhouse at the bottom of Jess and Tom’s garden that formed Save The Date HQ.

‘What would I do without you?’ Jess smiled, giving her friend a hug. ‘Have a fab weekend and see you on Monday, unless you fancy coming round for a roast on Sunday?’

‘I’d love to, but Scott and Jules have invited me for lunch and you know I can’t pass up the opportunity for some Auntie Hannah cuddles with Leo.’

‘Indeed! Well, give Sir Chubby Chops a kiss from me, won’t you?’

‘Jess, it’s rude to call Scott chubby even if he is my brother!’

‘Ha ha, you’re so funny. Remind me not to let you loose on the gin again. But give them all my love.’

‘I will. See you next week.’

Jess glanced up at the dark Mancunian clouds sweeping across the already grey sky as she made her way past the huge trampoline in the garden and up the path to the back door of the large home she shared with Tom and their twins, Sam and Lily.

Before she reached the back door, she turned to wave at her oldest friend. Jess had created the ‘office’ a year before, when she realised she needed more space than just the kitchen table from which to run her business. It was only six months ago that she had asked Hannah to be her right-hand woman, working out of the summerhouse and earning a fair amount more than she had from the bar work she was used to in Australia, Argentina or wherever else in the world she’d found herself. Jess had been pleased but surprised when Hannah had accepted the job as it meant she would be spending the foreseeable future in Manchester for the first time in years, but when she’d said as much, Hannah had revealed the real reason she was keen to stick around.

‘I know I’ve been a bit – okay, a lot – here, there and everywhere the past few years, but coming back here for Scott’s wedding and helping you out with ideas for the app made me realise the joy of working during the day and having evenings to myself. I think I’m done with lock-ins until two a.m. and the inevitable hangover that forces me to have a large Maccy Ds as soon as I wake up, a cycle I then repeat for as long as I can stick with the job. And now Scott and Julia have had Leo, I’ve decided it’s time for me to put down some roots nearby, too. Plus, what’s not to love about getting paid to dick around with you every day?’

Jess had rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t have been happier to have her best friend so close after years and years of rushed, broken phone calls with her from the other side of the world.

The pair of them had always been chalk and cheese – even back in those early years of secondary school they’d joked that Hannah was chalk (easily changeable and a bit flaky), while Jess was cheese (solid, immovable and, Hannah liked to add, a bit smelly). When they played netball during PE, it was Hannah who was chosen as the flighty, quick-on-her-feet wing attack, while Jess was always the dogged, dependable goal defence. But somehow their friendship just worked. And from the age of fifteen, Tom had been a part of that friendship too. Jess started going out with him at the end of Year 11, just as she and Hannah were celebrating the last of their GCSEs and their imminent sixteenth birthdays. Tom had seemed impossibly grown-up to the two of them as he was about to start his last year of school, was having driving lessons and went to the pub with his mates every Saturday night after finishing his job on the deli counter at Sainsbury’s. Jess and Hannah, meanwhile, were still at the having-sleepovers-and-sneaking-a-sip-from-their-parents’-vodka-bottles stage, and both sat wide-eyed as Tom regaled them with stories of his friends being sick into pint glasses and uni open days. When she snogged Tom for the first time, Jess could never have imagined that she would still be kissing him almost twenty years later. Although, she had to admit to herself, there was quite a lot less lip action – or in fact, action of any kind – between them nowadays.

The three of them had spent a lot of time hanging out together, whether they were lounging in Jess’s room helping Tom – who Hannah quickly nicknamed Tank after her favourite TV show as a kid – revise for his mocks or driving round town in his old banger screeching along to guitar bands at the tops of their lungs. Jess had always been careful to make sure her friend didn’t feel like a spare part, and once Tom’s A levels were out of the way, they spent the summer in beer gardens with a whole crowd of his mates, trying to look old enough to drink. Hannah even had a few snogs and, after too many cider and blacks, the odd grope with a few of the lads, but nothing that even came close to what Jess and Tom had. And when things got serious and Tom announced he was going to take another twelve months out on top of his gap year so he and Jess could go to uni together – much to his parents’ annoyance – Hannah couldn’t have been happier for her best friend, saying drunkenly but solemnly one night, ‘Jess, you’re like the sister I never had, and Tank, you’re like the brother I wish I did have instead of the arrogant, entitled stoner my parents refuse to ever criticise!’

Now, eighteen years later, Jess opened the back door and was met by a cacophony of wailing (Lily), laughing (Sam) and shouting (Tom). She briefly thought about closing the door and retreating back to the summerhouse, but instead she took a deep breath, a step inside and smiled brightly before beginning what was very much her second job.






Chapter 2 Hannah


That evening, Hannah tipped the last of her glass of wine down her throat and wondered when her life had changed so much. Even just a year ago, a Friday night would have involved working behind a bar on the beach in Bali or Bondi and then drinking rum with the locals, but now the most excitement she got was a FaceTime call with her friend Dee in Oz, who seemed to be having the time of her life on the Gold Coast and had even met a bronzed god called Ade. It was 6 a.m. their time and they hadn’t been to bed after staying up to watch the sunrise over the sea. But after twenty minutes of Dee waxing lyrical about how she was living her best life, bronzed god Ade had started giving her a foot massage that definitely hadn’t ended at her ankle and she’d started to rather lose focus on their conversation. Not wanting a front-row seat at her friend’s sex show, Hannah had promptly said her goodbyes – she liked Dee a lot, but not that much.

Now, she absent-mindedly reached for her phone and pulled up the Save The Date app, which notified her she had some new suggested matches. Unfortunately, as nice as Steven, John and Philip said they were, their pictures suggested they were either mummy’s boys à la Barry or corporate types who left their socks on during sex. Groaning, she closed the window and instead clicked on what she could admit to herself – but definitely not Jess – was her favourite of all the dating apps. She logged into her profile and pulled up her saved matches and scrolled till she landed on:


Matt, 34

A doctor who doesn’t need a stethoscope to make your heart beat faster.



They’d messaged a couple of times the previous week but hadn’t arranged to meet. Noticing the app showed him as ‘active’, she sent a message asking if he was free for a drink the following day, before she could overthink it.

His answer came back within a minute.


Hannah! So my medical jokes won you over eventually – go me! Sure, a drink sounds great. I’m in the middle of my last night shift of the week at the mo (and yes, I’m on my break rather than messaging from a patient’s bedside, before you ask!), but I only need a few hours’ kip as I need to get back into day shift mode for Monday, so let’s say a late lunch at the George and Dragon on the high street – does that work for you?



Hannah agreed, although she was surprised at both his choice of pub and timing. She wasn’t sure she’d actually been inside the George and Dragon, but it definitely fell into the category of ‘old man pub’ rather than ‘cool, hipster, impress-your-date bar’. Oh well, she didn’t have anything to lose, and she still had the whole of Saturday morning free for herself. Maybe she’d finally get round to joining the gym. She picked up her phone again and opened WhatsApp.


Hey, Tom, feels like we haven’t caught up in ages. I’m finally going to get off my arse and join a gym – I need to find one near here that’s cheap but not filled with posers. Any thoughts? x



Her phone lit up with a notification that meant Tom was still awake.


A gym without posers is like a school without naughty children! I go to the leisure centre one sometimes (it’s PAYG) as it’s pretty decent. Catch up soon. x



That was tomorrow morning sorted, then.



After wheezing her way through twenty minutes on the cross-trainer and (almost) ten on the rower, Hannah stood smugly under the less-than-powerful shower in the leisure centre changing rooms, thankful she’d remembered to bring her own shampoo and conditioner and didn’t have to rely on the white slime dripping from the soap box on the wall. She rinsed her hair, wrapped her towel tightly round her and gave her full attention to her imminent date. Matt looked handsome enough in his profile picture and his messages had painted an image of a wise-cracking but caring guy looking for someone fun and interesting to have a relationship with. Whether he’d live up to this in the flesh remained to be seen; she could but hope. She spent longer than normal drying her long, dark locks and straightening them (she hoped Matt felt honoured), then, glancing at the clock on the far side of the changing room, she realised she only had ten minutes to make the fifteen-minute walk to the pub where they’d agreed to meet. She hastily smoothed on some pressed powder, swiped mascara somewhere close to her lashes and added a cloud of blusher to her cheeks, before stuffing her gym kit into her bag and shoving her feet into her Converse.

By the time she arrived at the George and Dragon, she was already regretting the blusher; she’d forgotten how tomato-red her face went after even the shortest gym session. She sniffed her armpits delicately, trying to remember if she’d applied deodorant after her shower, but then realised there was nothing much she could do about it now. Anyway, Matt was a doctor and had surely smelled worse than slightly fragrant pits.

Hannah pushed the door open and was hit by the peculiar odour only found in old pubs – a not unpleasant mixture of ale, cleaning fluids and damp bar stools forever infused with cigarette smoke. She stood in the doorway checking out the groups of ageing men surrounded by empty glasses, the cute old couples slowly forking fish and chips into their mouths, and, right in the corner, an unruly-haired man around her age sipping a pint of Guinness and staring intently at a yellowing menu.

Hannah strode over to him. ‘You’re Matt, I’m guessing. I’m Hannah. Obviously.’ She grinned, before plonking herself down next to him on the fake-leather banquette.

‘Excellent guess, ten points to you! Now your reward can be the choice between scampi and chips, chicken and chips or maybe pie and chips – what do you fancy?’

‘I think I’ll go for chips and chips,’ she laughed. ‘I’ll go and order if you want?’

‘No, I insist. Do you definitely not want anything with your chips? Fine, but I’m telling you now there’ll be no stealing my scampi. Right, chips and chips and a glass of wine for the lady?’

‘No, a pint of lager for me please.’

They performed a complicated dance as Matt tried to pass her and Hannah ended up crouching on top of the seat.

‘Liking your moves,’ he said, raising his eyebrows and sauntering to the bar.

Three pints later, Hannah felt like she hadn’t stopped laughing for hours. Matt had been regaling her with hilarious stories about patients with various kitchen implements stuck in various parts of their bodies, as well as some warts and all tales about what happens when overworked medics let loose and go clubbing.

‘God, my face hurts!’ she cried, taking a large gulp of what seemed to be a magically refilling pint glass. ‘I absolutely do not want to know what happened to that thermometer in the end.’

‘It’s even worse than you’re imagining, I’m afraid. What about you – you must have some wild stories about bungee-jumping in Mexico or full-moon parties in Koh Samui?’

‘Full-moon parties? I’m not some gap-year student bragging to their mates about how many neon cocktails they drank from a fish bowl on the beach before they vommed all over the cute guy from Wolverhampton they met out there! I’ll have you know that when I do wild, I do wild.’

‘I stand corrected and I apologise profusely for tarring you with a gap-year student brush.’ Matt held up his hands as he laughed. ‘So when you say wild, exactly how wild do you mean?’

‘I’ve done white-water rafting in Costa Rica, climbed into a volcano crater in Iceland and had a rifle pointed at me in South Africa. And obviously, I’ve got roaring drunk on a beach in practically every country I’ve ever been to, and probably vommed all over countless gorgeous guys, although I can’t remember any of them being from Wolverhampton.’

‘Quite wild then,’ Matt agreed and nodded his approval. ‘So, what’s been the best thing you’ve ever done?’

‘The best thing… Okay, do you want the version I tell everyone who asks me this question, or the actual truth?’

‘What about both?’

‘The best thing I’ve ever done is swim along the Barrier Reef. It’s the most awe-inspiring thing in the entire world.’

‘Good choice, can’t really argue with that. And what about if you are being properly honest?’

Hannah tipped the rest of her drink into her mouth and swallowed hard. ‘The best thing I’ve ever done is walk along the beach on the edge of the Gower Peninsula in the middle of a massive storm complete with thunder and lightning with the man I thought I was going to marry.’

There was silence as Hannah looked into the bottom of her empty glass, then Matt cleared his throat. ‘So you’re saying the best thing you’ve ever done is in Wales? As in Wales Wales?’

The weird tension that had enveloped them was immediately broken and Hannah burst out laughing again. And then suddenly neither of them could stop. They were just beginning to pull themselves together when Hannah started hiccupping madly, which only set them off again.

‘We’re getting some strange looks from the locals,’ Hannah managed to say between laughing fits.

‘Then maybe it’s time to get out of here,’ Matt said, chucking her jacket at her. ‘Oi, don’t forget this,’ he added, picking up her gym bag and accidentally scattering sweaty trainers and her bright pink sports bra across the floor. By the time they’d gathered everything up and made it outside, they were both close to hysterics.

‘Oh my god, did you see that poor old man’s face?’ Hannah wheezed. ‘I thought he was going to have a heart attack right there and then. You’d have had to resuscitate him on the sticky pub carpet.’

‘I’m not sure we’ll be welcome in there again,’ Matt replied. ‘Almost killing half the punters with shock does not go down well with the landlord! Christ, I haven’t laughed that hard in forever. Are you all right, I’ve got an inhaler if you want one?’

‘Don’t set me off again! But hark at you and your hero doctor act. Where are we going now anyway?’

‘Back to mine? I’ve got a few beers crying out to be drunk.’

She grinned. ‘Beer, you say? I’m in!’



Two hours later, Hannah found herself walking past the pub in the opposite direction, back towards her own flat. Though it was only eight o’clock in the evening, her hangover was starting to kick in, as were the feelings of self-loathing and regret. Why had she allowed herself to sleep with him, she wondered miserably. She could blame it on the beer – she’d certainly had enough and it had been a long time since the bowl of chips in the pub. But she knew being pissed wasn’t the only reason. It had been the adrenaline rush; the thought that she really shouldn’t be in a stranger’s bedroom removing her underwear; the desire to shake up her life and relive that fun and carefree feeling she had when travelling; the need to bury that memory of walking along the beach and towards a shared future in Wales.

And that was all fine. She was young, free and very single. The only problem was that Matt apparently wasn’t.

She’d left him snoozing in bed while she went to the bathroom and for a mooch around his terraced house, which while small boasted what was obviously a high-end kitchen-diner and was kitted out with a wealth of Bluetooth speakers, sound systems and definitely-not-Ikea furnishings. Clearly medicine paid far more than being an office manager for a small dating app. There wasn’t a huge amount of personality in Matt’s home, she’d mused as she’d wandered through to the living room. But there she’d found a wall adorned with more frames than an art gallery. There were photos of Matt and his mates, one of him in graduation robes with his parents and lots of pictures of him with a gorgeous blonde lady. At first Hannah had allowed herself to be convinced this could be Matt’s sister – he clearly carried the handsome genes himself, after all. But her eyes had landed on a small photo with a large white mount and modern frame that showed the pair of them locking lips in a very un-sibling-like way. That, coupled with the array of candles and plants trailing their way over the bookcase that contained authors such as Marian Keyes, Liane Moriarty and Sophie Kinsella, had made her think Matt’s grasp on the truth was not as healthy as some of his patients in the hospital.

‘Is your girlfriend away at the moment?’ she’d asked casually as she’d returned to the bedroom and seen Matt’s eyes were half open.

‘What? What do you mean?’ he’d said. He was going for puzzled, but Hannah could see the fear in his now fully awake eyes.

‘Well, she’s obviously not here so I just wondered where she was,’ Hannah had replied.

‘I… We… I’m about to break up with her,’ he’d blustered. ‘But she’s away with her job so much and I’m working loads of shifts, and…’ he’d tailed off.



Now Hannah let herself into her flat, poured herself a pint glass of water and ran a deep bath, adding obscene amounts of expensive bath oil for good measure. She tried not to think about how she’d bolted from Matt’s bedroom with as much dignity as she could muster while hopping into her clothes, and had legged it out onto the pavement before he’d a chance to realise what was happening.

‘What is wrong with people?’ she asked out loud into the empty bathroom. When the universe didn’t deign to reply, Hannah sighed. Deep down she knew she was not only annoyed at Matt, but also herself. Of course, she couldn’t be expected to know that, despite being on a dating app, he had a girlfriend he wasn’t sure if he wanted to break up with. But she was supposed to be looking for someone to spend the rest of her life with, not a one-night stand on an evening he wasn’t seeing his girlfriend.

She heaved herself out of the water, her limbs aching – although whether that was from the gym or the energetic sex she’d just had she wasn’t sure – and chose her softest cotton pyjamas from her drawer. She snuggled into bed, gently placing over her legs the brightly coloured blanket G-ma had knitted for her to take to uni. More than fifteen years on, it was a little dulled and grubby and had more than one fraying piece of wool where the stitches had come undone, but it was still one of Hannah’s most prized possessions, and tonight she needed all the comfort blankets she could get.

Hannah’s grandparents had been a huge part of her life when she was younger. Every Sunday afternoon, she’d adored hearing them reminisce about their marriage and how they moved from Cornwall up north when Gramps got a job at an aircraft manufacturing firm, and then brought up her mum Joan. But the story she’d loved to hear more than any other was of how a young Vera had met a dashing Robbie at a village fete in Cornwall when he was home on leave from the army one Saturday night.

Hannah had been devastated when Gramps had passed away during her last year of uni, but it was seeing how upset G-ma had been that had truly broken her. She became terrified that G-ma would die of a broken heart – which she’d discovered on the internet was an actual thing. Her mum had told her not to believe everything she read, but Hannah had never really listened to her mum’s advice back then, and even now she didn’t talk to her about relationships, especially as Joan had spent the last nine years alone and bitter, watching Hannah’s dad settle down with Charmaine and their ‘surprise’ daughter, seven-year-old Seraphina.

When she was growing up, Hannah had been able to talk to G-ma about anything, but there were definitely things she would never tell her grandmother now – like sleeping with not-so-single Matt. Not because she thought G-ma would be shocked or that it would get back to her mum, but because she didn’t want her to worry. Since Gramps had died, her grandma had spent all her time telling Hannah how much she wanted to see her settle down and be happy. It was one of the reasons why G-ma loved Jess so much – she thought she was a good influence on Hannah, being married to her childhood sweetheart in their own home with two gorgeous children. And despite her naturally adventurous, impetuous nature, Hannah wanted to make her grandmother proud and find that forever relationship that she and Gramps had had.

Her phone lit up beside her with a message from Matt. She ignored it and instead spent the next half an hour scrolling through one social media platform after another. Every post she looked at seemed to involve loved-up couples who had got engaged on Christmas Day a few weeks earlier and were still dining out on their happy news. Hannah could only think of one other day more awful to propose, and that, obviously, was Valentine’s Day, which would no doubt fling up another hundred vomit-inducing ‘romantic’ pictures into her timeline. Have some imagination please, people!

She’d promised Dee she’d try to make it over to Oz soon, but the prospect of getting the money together for the flights and accommodation when she was barely able to save a tenner a month after paying the rent on her tiny, slightly dingy flat and keeping herself in red wine, was depressing and not a subject she wanted to dwell on. It wasn’t as if Jess paid her badly, but everything seemed to cost so much in the UK compared to the laid-back life she had bumming around South America and Australia. Plus, she knew that if she did go out to Brisbane, she’d never want to come home again, which not only wasn’t fair on Jess at the moment, but meant she’d miss out on all things Leo. And if there was one shining beacon in her life it was her seven-month-old nephew.

Hannah had been shocked to say the least when her brother Scott had sent her a message just over a year ago to say his girlfriend of four months was pregnant and, oh, did she want to come to their wedding in nine weeks’ time? She’d presumed her ex-stoner, still-a-child older brother would never settle down and was happy living in his bachelor bedsit that was really their mum’s garage, which Joan had converted especially for him when their dad had left. But, if even Scott had managed to find long-term love, why couldn’t she?






Chapter 3 Jess


Jess had hatched big plans for her weekend. However, instead of having a long bath, reading her book and not allowing herself to consider the worst possible scenarios for Monday’s meeting at the bank, she’d spent much of the time making the breakfast/lunch/dinner, tidying up the breakfast/lunch/dinner things, skimming off the top layer of the never-ending laundry pile and cleaning the bathroom. All the while biting her tongue at Tom, who was happy enough telling her to go and relax, but never actually offered to do the chores that kept her from doing so. Who did he think was going to clean and tidy? The chores fairy? He forced her to sit down mid-way through Sunday morning to eat the bacon sandwich he’d made, but the crumbs he’d left on the kitchen side only wound her up further. When he tried to help her wash up their dishes, she finally snapped.

‘Just leave it, will you! I might as well do it myself, like everything else in this house. Don’t you have to get back to watching TV?’

‘Jess, sweetheart, I know you’re stressed about Save The Date—’

‘Don’t call me “sweetheart”, you know how much I hate it. And, yes, I’m stressed that the business I’ve worked so hard on for the past few years is at the mercy of the bank and could be about to collapse, leaving both this family and my best friend with the possibility of having nowhere to live.’

‘It’s not going to collapse, I’m sure, the bank will just—’

‘Oh, you’re sure are you? You do know we’re mortgaged up to our eyeballs, and it’s not as if you’re bringing in the megabucks? Or maybe you’ve won a huge commission to paint a portrait of the Queen and I just don’t know about it?’ She stared at him. ‘Or maybe you’ve been sitting back and waiting for those commissions to come to you and have then been surprised when they haven’t.’

‘I have been pitching for work, but there’s not a lot out there at the moment. Though I’m hoping to sell a couple of the red and yellow abstract canvases through Pete’s gallery – he’s pretty confident they’ll work well in Liverpool. Look, Jess, I’m just worried about you.’

‘Maybe you should be more worried about how we’re going to pay the mortgage and all the bills.’

‘I am, and I’m working as hard as I can. I’m owed a bit of money from that wedding I did the photography for, so once that comes in along with the pieces Pete is taking, things will feel a lot better.’

‘Well, you’d better go and chase that money then, hadn’t you?’

Tom gently folded the tea towel over the cooker handle and gathered his phone and coffee cup from the table. ‘Jess, sw—darling, we are both on the same side on this. I want Save The Date to succeed as much as you do, but most of all I want you to be happy.’

Jess knew that was her moment to apologise, but her instinct was to keep her mouth shut in case she said something even worse. She turned back to the sink.

Tom sighed softly. ‘I’ll go and pick the kids up from their play date and give you some time to yourself. Please stop washing up and go and relax.’

Jess made a noise approximating the word ‘thanks’ and carried on scrubbing the chopping board that was already clean. She knew Tom was just doing his best, but sometimes it felt like his best wasn’t enough. She dried her hands and swept her arm across her eyes to stop the tears that seemed to have gathered there from falling. She was tempted to make the most of the free living room and watch something she actually wanted to on TV, but she knew she’d only feel like she should be working. Instead, she pulled Sam’s A4 notebook from the bottom of the towering pile of paper on the chest of drawers and opened it at a clean page. She wrote the words ‘Save The Date’ in the middle, drew a circle around it then searched the almost-blank page in front of her for inspiration.

She was staring into space when she suddenly heard the sound of the front door closing and two hungry children in need of snacks.

‘Muuuum, can I have a biscuit, what’s for lunch?’ Lily sang loudly as they barrelled into the kitchen, stopping briefly by her chair for an arm hug and kiss before making straight for the cupboard.

‘There are grapes in the fruit bowl and you can have one of those flapjacks. Grapes first, Sam, please. It’s quite late, did Dad take you to the park after you left Ollie and Grace’s house?’

‘Yes, but we were hungry and he didn’t bring any snacks so we had to come home,’ Sam replied through a mouthful of flapjack.

Jess gritted her teeth. ‘Okay, well, why don’t you two get your homework done now and then after lunch we can do your reading and then watch a movie together.’

‘We watched Moana yesterday so it’s not movie night again till next Saturday,’ Lily piped up, before Sam gave her a scowl and a shove. ‘Ow, that hurt, Muuuuum!’

‘You’re right, but I thought we could all have a treat. You might even be able to have some popcorn, but only if you’re both very good,’ she replied firmly. They nodded and grinned at each other, their disagreement already forgotten at the thought of Saturday-night treats the evening before school.



Despite all four of them enjoying their evening snuggled on the sofa in front of How To Train Your Dragon (for the hundredth time), and a taciturn peace being restored between Jess and Tom, the next morning they were all suffering. Tom hadn’t argued when Jess had told him her plans for the evening, but that hadn’t stopped his eyebrows rising at her relaxation of Sunday to Thursday rules, and she knew if he so much as thought the words ‘I told you so’ when she was trying to wrestle two overtired and fractious eight-year-olds into their school uniform at 7.45 a.m., she would likely explode.

‘But I don’t want to go to breakfast club, Mummy,’ whined Lily, her eyes filling with easy tears. ‘I want to have toast and chocolate spread with you.’

‘Well, I’m afraid you can’t this morning and you need to get in the car now as it’s time to go. And you, Sam, come on, where are your shoes?’

‘Dunno,’ he shrugged, patently paying more attention to the football cards he was holding than to his irate mother.

She bit her lip until it hurt and managed not to shout too loudly, which thankfully averted a full-blown meltdown from either children or adult. Eventually, they were both strapped into their seats and Jess breathed a sigh of relief, before realising she’d left her glasses in the house. She considered driving without them, but realising how tired her eyes were already, she swore under her breath and opened the car door. ‘I won’t be a second. Please don’t kill each other in that second, okay?’ she said, giving the twins a hard stare. They barely looked up from their comics and cards so she ran back into the house.

‘Everything all right?’ Tom asked as he poured water into his coffee cup.

‘Yes, everything is absolutely fucking perfect, obviously,’ she spat, locating her glasses and trying not to notice the hurt look on Tom’s face. She hated herself for being so horrible to him, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. She dropped the twins off and was back home in double-quick time. She couldn’t bear to see Tom give her his disappointed look again, so she sidled upstairs and ran herself that overdue bath. Not that she’d have more than fifteen minutes to soak in it before she needed to be in the summerhouse and getting on with work, but that was better than nothing, she decided.

She was just dozing off in the warm cocoon of bubbles, when she heard a knock and saw Tom’s head peeping round the bathroom door.

‘I’ve brought you tea and flapjacks,’ he said, placing them on the side of the bath. Jess watched him hesitate before he knelt down beside the tub and gently washed her back with the expensive shower gel he’d bought her for Christmas then massaged her shoulders. She leaned back into his touch and closed her eyes.

‘Do you remember when I used to do this, back in the days before the twins,’ he whispered. ‘Back in the days when all we had to worry about was each other.’

‘Mmm, those were the days,’ Jess replied sleepily. ‘Not that I’d ever change us having the twins, obviously.’

‘Of course,’ Tom agreed. ‘But being parents is definitely not easy.’ He paused. ‘Maybe we need to be a bit kinder to ourselves and admit when things are hard and allow ourselves to be imperfect. Like at the moment, for instance.’ He squeezed Jess’s shoulder.

She sighed. ‘I know. You’re right. There’s just so much going on. I’ll try, I promise.’ She turned her face up towards him and kissed him. For that second it was good to feel the familiar softness of his lips and she missed him as soon as she pulled away and looked at his wrist. ‘God, is that the time, I need to get dressed.’

Despite it already being almost nine thirty, the time she and Hannah usually started work, Jess made sure she spent more than her usual two minutes applying her make-up and brushing her hair. She smoothed on a comfy but grown-up-looking maxi dress and even added some silver hoop earrings for good measure.

‘Looking hot, wifey!’ Tom smiled from the bedroom doorway.

‘Thanks,’ she said, brushing her lips to his cheek. ‘I’m sure it will make all the difference with the bank manager. You won’t forget you’re picking up the twins from school today, will you?’

‘Of course not.’ He smiled again, pulling her into a hug. Jess wriggled away and hurried down the stairs, but her steps were lighter than they had been for days.

‘Just the small issue of saving my business from the clutches of the bank to sort now,’ she muttered to herself as she made her way to the summerhouse at the bottom of the garden. Hannah was already at her desk and tapping away on her keyboard.

‘You’re eager this morning!’ Jess said in greeting.

‘Lots to do and I know you have your meeting this afternoon.’ Hannah smiled encouragingly.

Jess nodded grimly. ‘Yep, indeed. Thanks, Han, I appreciate it.’

They worked in companionable silence although Jess couldn’t stop herself from glancing at the time on the top right of her laptop every few minutes. Finally, she gave in, made some coffee and pulled out the emergency packet of biscuits from her drawer. ‘I’ve got an hour before I need to leave for my meeting, Han, so tell me something fun that’s going to cheer me up! How was your weekend?’

‘Well, I’m not sure my weekend was as fun as it could have been, unless you count going on a date with a man you later find out has a girlfriend he “hasn’t quite got round to breaking up with yet”.’

‘Oh, Han,’ Jess replied sympathetically. ‘Well, at least you didn’t sleep with him, I suppose.’ She saw her friend’s expression. ‘Oh, Han!’

‘Yep. But how was I to know a good-looking man on a dating app with his own place and a good job wasn’t already coupled up? Although you’d have thought I would have guessed. All the good ones are clearly taken.’

‘All the good ones are definitely not taken,’ Jess replied swiftly. ‘Oh my god, you didn’t meet him on Save The Date, did you?’ she asked, horrified.

‘No, don’t worry.’

‘Well, why weren’t you on Save The Date instead?’

‘I can’t win, can I?’ Hannah grinned. ‘None of my new matches looked like my type so I tried a different app for once. God, how hard can it be to find a hot, fun yet unattached man to settle down and live happily ever after with? I think I need to find a mad scientist who can clone Tom for me – he seems to be the only decent man around. You two are so happy together after almost twenty years, so he must be doing a whole lot of things right.’

‘Hmm,’ Jess replied non-committally. She hadn’t talked to her best friend about how frustrated her husband was making her feel. It wasn’t that she didn’t think she’d be on her side exactly, more that she wanted to protect her. Hannah had always held up Jess and Tom’s relationship as being the pinnacle of married bliss. It didn’t help that Hannah’s parents’ marriage had been less than happy, and when they were teenagers her friend had confided in her about the arguments and raised voices that provided the soundtrack to her life. Jess knew that now was not the time to start confessing how unsupported and – if she was honest with herself at least – trapped she was feeling at home. ‘I don’t think any man, or in fact woman, is perfect, Han,’ she said instead. ‘Every relationship has its ups and downs and I’m not sure “happily ever after” actually exists. Maybe happily most-of-the-time ever after is a better goal.’

‘G-ma and Gramps were always happy,’ Hannah shot back. ‘And they’d been together fifty years!’

‘I’m sure your grandparents also had their bad days when everything the other did annoyed them,’ grimaced Jess. Seeing her friend still look unconvinced, she hurried the conversation on. ‘Anyway, there must be at least one man on Save The Date that you’d go on a date with? The whole point is that they all want the same as you – to meet The One and settle down. If my app can’t find my amazing best mate a husband then what is even the point of it?’

Hannah laughed, then abruptly stopped, before grinning broadly.

‘Hannah? I know that look. What are you planning?’

‘I just had a brilliant idea…’

‘When you say brilliant, why do I instantly feel nervous?’

‘Because you know I have all the best ideas and you’ll just be annoyed you didn’t have it first! Anyway, drum roll please…’

Jess waited anxiously.

‘You should use Save The Date to find me a husband!’ Hannah sat back and grinned while Jess looked confused.

‘But, Han, isn’t that what we’ve already been doing? You’re signed up to the app and you haven’t met anyone you like. What’s the difference with your idea?’

‘The difference is I wouldn’t be doing the choosing. My happily married-with-children successful best friend would decide for me. Quite frankly, I trust you more than I trust myself at this point.’

‘Ha! And what if I chose wrong? That would be absolutely hilarious. Imagine, I could match you with any of the hundreds of men you’ve already swiped past and there’d be nothing you could do about it. I could set you up with Geeky McGeekface who not only loves Captain America, but also dresses up as him on special occasions – including on his wedding day. Imagine your face when you walked down the aisle and realised you were going to have to marry a man dressed as the worst Avenger. I’m almost tempted to say yes just to make that happen. Almost.’

‘Oh my god, can you imagine?’ Hannah winced. ‘No, I’d have to set some ground rules to stop that from ever happening.’

‘Deal!’ Jess agreed, laughing. ‘I knew you would cheer me up! Although it really is time for me to go and see the bank. I’m not sure I’ll be back before you leave – in fact, you should go home early today, don’t wait around for me to get home. I’ll tell you what the bank said in the morning, don’t worry.’

‘Right you are, chief!’ Hannah saluted, before getting up to give her a hug. ‘Just tell them you have an amazing office manager who has the very best ideas and Save The Date will be fine, I’m sure. But in all seriousness, J, try not to worry and listen to what they say and then let’s take things from there, okay?’

Jess smiled and hugged her friend back, although no amount of positive thinking could get rid of the heavy feeling in the pit of her stomach. She’d been over and over Save The Date’s financials, and there was no getting away from the fact that the business was still in debt and would likely be in debt for a while to come, bar a minor miracle. She just had to hope that it wasn’t a minor miracle the bank was going to tell her she had to produce if they weren’t going to withdraw their loan. She didn’t say any of this to Hannah, however, and instead picked up her carefully curated folder of all the business’s good points and dragged her feet out of the office and towards her car, her nerves jangling as much as the car keys in her hand.






Chapter 4 Hannah


‘So, how did it go?’ Hannah asked the next morning before Jess even had a chance to shut the door and remove the winter coat the freezing weather outside demanded. She shivered as an ice-cold breeze blew around the summerhouse and, not for the first time, she wondered what on earth had possessed her to return to Manchester when she could be feeling the blissful heat of the summer sun in any number of countries far away from the north-west of England. ‘What did the bank say?’ she asked again impatiently when Jess didn’t immediately answer.

‘Shall we have some coffee?’ her friend replied with a small smile. ‘And I brought us a couple of croissants that the kids turned their privileged little noses up at because they’re not the chocolate ones they’re used to.’

‘The twins’ loss is very much our gain,’ Hannah said, eyeing up the pastries hungrily. ‘I know it’s not even ten o’clock, but I’m starving. Seriously, going to the gym should come with a health warning. I always eat double what I normally would after a workout, even one that only lasts twenty-five minutes. Here you go, coffee strong enough to stand your spoon up in, just as you like it. Now, are you going to tell me what happened yesterday afternoon while I scoff a croissant?’

Jess’s smile didn’t reach her eyes and she sipped her coffee slowly before taking the seat opposite Hannah at their little office’s ‘meeting table’ and fiddling with a biro. ‘Okay, so, I don’t want you to worry, but I need to be honest with you about the financials.’

Hannah tried to rearrange her anxious expression into something more business-like and supportive, but in the end settled for taking a huge bite of her croissant and nodding.

Jess produced the folder of paperwork – or ‘plastic wallet of doom’, as Hannah often thought of it – she’d taken along to the bank the previous day and piled the sheets onto the table between them. Hannah felt her eyes start to glaze over at the sight of so many spreadsheets.
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